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    Editorial: March 2022

    Wendy N. Wagner | 660 words

    Welcome to Nightmare’s 114th issue! Thank you for joining us in our uneasy corner of the world. Pull up a chair and rest yourself. I’m sure you’re tired.

    Aren’t we all tired these days? Maybe it’s the kind of tired that makes you lean against the wall in the afternoon, your legs like sacks of sand, heavy but formless, your spine pulled low by their weight. Maybe it’s the kind of tired that makes you wake in the night and find yourself breathless, the sheets too tight around your throat, your water glass pushed out of reach on the nightstand. Or maybe it’s the kind of tired that fills your head when you read the news, so that you have to lay your forehead down on your desk and wait for the exhaustion to pass before you can look at a screen again.

    What have you lost, these past long years? Who has the world taken from you, what dreams has it crushed? As Woody Dismukes says in this very issue: “Recently, it’s been hard not to feel consumed by outside forces. There’s always someone coming to take something from you.” There is a system outside that is eating us all, taking our air, taking our voices, taking our futures. You can spend twenty minutes a day meditating, take up CrossFit, do yoga, visit the spa, hack your life, become more productive, vote, protest, agitate, or even cry, but nothing can change the fact that no matter who you are or where you live, this time of pandemic has removed the scales from your eyes and put them on your shoulders.

    This issue is for your shoulders. It speaks of the weight of the world and of the beings who are so eager to pick your pocket or strip your humanity from your bones. From the bracing allegory of Pedro Iniguez’s flash story, “Skins,” to “The Golden Hour,” Erica Ruppert’s new short about a vampire analog (you’re going to love this creepy little bastard), this issue is about the forces that are coming to take things from you.

    You never know where these things will show up or what will invite them into your home. In R.L. Meza’s story “The First Year,” it’s social media. In Woody Dismukes’ poem “Said the Carrion to the Corvus,” it’s a force without name that casts a shadow over life—a winged, black sorrow. It’s COVID-19, it’s a government eager to write your body out of legal protection, it’s your boss. It’s global capitalism. It’s your despair transformed into a poem, and I’m so glad Woody sent it to me so it could draw together all the pieces of this dark, heavy issue.

    But of course, it’s not all heaviness. In “The H Word,” Ally Wilkes draws us across the polar ice to talk about the wonders of location-centered horror. Our staff reviewer, Adam-Troy Castro, recommends new media. And the author spotlight interview team talks to our fantastic authors, who are always beacons of light.

    Sharing new horror with you is one of the things that takes the weight of life off my shoulders, dear readers. The world is hard, but it is also beautiful. There are wonders to imagine (like magical vampire-things!), and joys to share. There are jump scares to bring the heat back to your cold, tired hearts. There are words so lovely that you can taste them, smooth and sweet as Easter candy on your tongue.

    And best of all, we have each other to carry each other when our sand legs can go on no longer. We can steer each other to a comfortable chair and curl up in Horror. When we come out of that rich bath, we are certain to feel strong enough to carry on for a little while longer.

    
      [image: ]
    

    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the horror novel The Deer Kings and the gothic novella The Secret Skin. Previous work includes the SF thriller An Oath of Dogs and two novels for the Pathfinder Tales series, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than fifty venues. She also serves as the managing/senior editor of Lightspeed Magazine, and previously served as the guest editor of Nightmare‘s Queers Destroy Horror! special issue. She lives in Oregon with her very understanding family, two large cats, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    The Golden Hour

    Erica Ruppert | 3406 words

    Thomas woke alone, and opened his sticky eyes to the dusty golden light filling the bedroom. He expected to see Benjamin in the other bed, beside him, as if they were still children together. The bed was filled with familiar shadows, but Benjamin wasn’t there. Instead, among their discarded toys, he found another boy’s body, again.

    His memory stuttered, caught on faces and places and angles of light, aromas and flavors that had long since faded to dust. He sighed, and closed his bleary eyes against the visions.

    He rose, and lifted the corpse from his brother’s bed, cradling it like a doll. He closed his eyes, and opened them again to see what he held, hoping all the years behind him had dissolved and made him new, hoping he would hold his brother. Sadness, swelling, filled him. His long hands released the boy’s drained body, let it slump to the floor like empty clothes. He still saw the reflection of his brother’s face in the boy’s clouding eyes, his memory stronger than his sight.

    • • • •

    He could hear their mother calling them to come in for dinner. He darted up the long back lawn, knowing that Benjamin was just behind him. He ran faster to beat his brother to the porch.

    But when he leapt to the top step and turned, grinning with triumph, Benjamin was just emerging from the trees that shadowed the stream running along the back of the property. The lingering golden dusk made a shadowy abstract of his face as he climbed the gentle slope to the house.

    Thomas stood back as Benjamin came up the steps, unnerved by the brightness of his brother’s eyes and the strange cheer in his voice.

    “You beat me today,” Benjamin said. “But it doesn’t matter. I’ll show you what I found in the stream tomorrow.” And he went inside, where the lamplight disguised his new glow.

    Thomas heard the clatter of dinner being put on the table. But he wasn’t hungry for it.

    • • • •

    As soon as their chores were done, Thomas followed his brother down to the stream. Benjamin still seemed lit from within, full of a marvelous secret.

    What waited for them in the stream was as bright as a star, its pale yellow light diffused beneath the rippling water. Thomas ran forward, reaching for it, but Benjamin pulled him back.

    “No,” Benjamin said, his eyes glistening, wet and shining with reflected radiance. “Be patient.”

    Thomas struggled to do as Benjamin said, fidgeting and scuffing his feet in the mud of the bank. But then the light bubbled up through the running stream, flowing into the air above it on currents he could not feel even though he licked his palm and held it out to catch them.

    Benjamin laughed at him and held out his own hand.

    The brightness, translucent in the air, coiled up and around Benjamin’s arm like a trained serpent. He laughed and lifted his shining arm toward his brother.

    “What is it?” Thomas breathed.

    Benjamin shook his head. “I don’t know. It was just there, after you were gone.”

    He waved his arm through the air, the light clinging and trailing from it like lace.

    “See?” Benjamin said. “It likes me!”

    The light made a faint buzzing in the air, the noise of summer insects.

    “Share it!” Thomas cried, hating the childish whine in his voice.

    Thomas reached for it again, and Benjamin pulled his arm away.

    “Let’s see if it will come to you,” he said, grinning. Thomas fought down raw resentment, waiting for his chance.

    Benjamin stepped down into the stream and held his arm out. The light danced along it like fire on the edge of a blade, then wound its way back down his arm and around his body before gliding up into his smiling mouth. The light bubbled like laughter. Benjamin’s teeth shone like gold.

    Thomas could not contain himself any longer.

    “It’s not fair!” he shouted at Benjamin, and leaped at him. Benjamin lost his footing among the wet stones, and the two boys fell hard into the water. Benjamin squirmed, but Thomas was on top and fought to stay there. He got his hands around Benjamin’s neck and squeezed as hard as he could, holding Benjamin under the water, watching the ripples distort his brother’s screaming face as he struggled to breathe.

    When Benjamin stopped fighting, Thomas took his hands from his throat and climbed, sodden, to his feet.

    He looked down at the light streaming from his beneath his brother’s closed lids, from his nostrils, his barely-parted lips. He wanted it. The light was more beautiful than Benjamin could ever be.

    Around him in the rushing water, the yellow light flashed and eddied and flowed away. He stumbled free of Benjamin’s body to follow it down the streambed, but the water was quicker than he could be. Where the stream slowed and pooled and grew deeper, the light dissipated, dilute and invisible.

    He waded back to where Benjamin lay, cold beneath the water.

    Blood still seeped from Benjamin’s skin where Thomas’s digging hands had torn it, spinning threads along the currents. The blood glowed with remnants of the light, and without thought Thomas bent swiftly to scoop the shining, stained water up in his cupped hands, pouring handful after handful into his thirsty mouth. The blood was sour on his tongue, but he didn’t stop. He felt the light spark inside him. He was aglow with it, alive, more alive than he had been.

    When the water flowed clean again, he stopped, and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

    Benjamin’s eyes had opened in the moving stream, and he stared up blindly at the trees above them. The daylight grew softer as the evening drew down, and Benjamin’s pale face looked like a pearl.

    Thomas bent over his brother and prodded him with his toe. Benjamin lolled along the streambed, cradled in the stones. Water swirled his auburn hair in strange patterns around his empty face.

    Thomas began to weep then, his anger fled, suddenly aware of what he had done and what trouble he had made.

    He stood in the water for a long time, his feet numb in the chilly stream, his eyes sore from crying. As it grew darker, he could not help himself from looking for any glint of the light. There was none. Even Benjamin’s face had become as dull as the stones he lay on.

    When he heard his mother calling for them, he slogged out of the stream and made his way slowly back to the house. The green-yellow pulses of fireflies lit his way up the long back lawn through the failing day. In their flickering he imagined Benjamin walked beside him, as he always had.

    He did not know what he would tell her when he got home.

    • • • •

    He stayed in the house alone while the neighbors brought Benjamin’s body back from the stream.

    He could hear his mother’s keening in the still summer air, rising and falling like a siren as she drew in breath. That night he listened to her sob steadily in her bed as he watched the faint tracery of light move under his skin. The glow was already fading.

    The endless night wore on. He could not sleep. In their thirteen years he had never been apart from Benjamin. He rose quietly and walked through the rooms of their small house like a lost lamb, hating Benjamin for his light and missing him, missing him.

    • • • •

    Thomas tried to escape the grim show of his brother’s funeral, but his mother laid Benjamin out in the front parlor and made Thomas sit quietly in the wing chair beside the closed coffin. Thomas wondered if it were filled with light seeping from his brother’s body. He kept his eyes down, not really wanting to know the answer.

    His mother and the preacher spoke in hushed voices in the doorway as the hours dragged on. He heard her whispering, no, no, to the preacher’s questions, and drawing him into prayer to stop him asking any more. No one else came to call, not even the neighbors who had carried him up from the stream, until the mortician arrived in the afternoon to take Benjamin to his grave.

    The carriage ride was solemn, with only the sound of the horses to break the hot summer stillness.

    At the graveyard, the preacher said the proper words while his mother cried into her handkerchief, hugging Thomas against her hip, as if he would die, too, if she didn’t. Then Benjamin was lowered into the hole dug next to their father’s grave, and the ceremony was over.

    His mother clutched the handful of dirt she was to have thrown onto Benjamin’s coffin, refusing to help bury
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